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ABSTRACT

SOMETHING CREEPY THIS WAY COMES: PAC ADVERTISING
AND ITS ATTACK ON OBAMACARE
A VISUAL NARRATIVE ANALYSIS

Marguerite Teruggi Page, MA
Department of Communication
Northern Illinois University, 2015
Dr. Ferald J. Bryan, Director

A visual rhetorical analysis utilizing Sonja Foss’s Narrative Criticism and examined
through Walter Fisher’s Narrative Paradigm Theory was conducted in this thesis to examine the
persuasive nature of narratives conveyed through visual representations. This thesis analyzes
meaning construction through the visual elements in the political ad “Something Creepy This
Way Comes”, an internet video produced by Generation Opportunity, a Koch-brother funded
PAC.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
This thesis examines the persuasive nature of advertising narratives that move viewers to
see portrayed characters as referential points in constructing identities (Messaris, 1997). Through
visual rhetoric and the Narrative Paradigm Theory (NPT), this thesis analyzes meaning
construction in the political ad, “Something Creepy This Way Comes” (titled after the 1962 Ray
Bradbury fantasy novel Something Wicked this Way Comes”) (Bradbury, 1962). This Internet
video produced by Generation Opportunity, a Koch brothers-funded PAC, first aired in July
2014. By early 2015, it had become “viral,” garnering over two million views on YouTube. It
sought to avert young adults from signing up for the Affordable Care Act, also known as
Obamacare. The ad, one of a Generation Opportunity series, employed dark humor, popular
culture references, and a character known as ‘Creepy Uncle Sam’ based on a subversion of a
known and revered political symbol of the American government, Uncle Sam.
It is important to examine these types of advertisements, as Hope (2006) states,
“Advertising offers an obvious paradigm in explicating connections among constructs of self,
identification, and visual images as rhetorical artifacts in the spaces of public discourses” (p. 12).
Also, these Generation Opportunity advertisements are among the early examples of the
aggressive shift in attack ads resulting from the Citizens United vs. Federal Election Commission
ruling. The ruling gave for-profit corporations the ability to spend nonrestrictive amounts of
money on political advertising and other political tactics (Dunbar, 2012). The series of Kochbacked Generation Opportunity advertisements featuring ‘Creepy Uncle Sam’ are the harbinger
of a notable turn in negative political advertising paid for by PAC money--which makes them
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worthy of examination. Additionally, this study helps to advance the application of NPT beyond
linguistic texts to pictorial narratives through its analysis of the strategic use of visual form and
content.
All forms of human communication tell a story (Fisher, 1987, pp. 58). These narratives,
through their construction, have the ability to sway an audience towards acceptance of a moral
ambiguity connected with the story. This thesis will exam the narrative structure presented in one
artifact to determine how it proposes meaning by creating persuasive messages. It is important to
examine narrative from a visual perspective, as Jewitt & Oyama (2001) present, because “the
concepts of narrative visual analysis can help ‘interrogate’ a visual text, help to frame questions
such as who are playing the active roles of doing and/or looking and who the passive roles of
being acted upon and/or being looked at in visual texts with certain kinds of participants” (p.
143). First, a literature review will offer a brief history of negative political advertising, the
evolution of YouTube, the significance of the Citizen’s United ruling in political campaigning,
and the political situation surrounding Obamacare. The thesis then explains its theoretical
perspectives, visual rhetoric and narrative paradigm theory, and its method of narrative criticism.
Next, it analyzes the visual rhetoric of the ad, ‘Something Creepy This Way Comes,’ discusses
significant findings, and concludes with recommendations for future research.

Perspective
This thesis adheres to the claim that no matter what form it is presented in, all human
communication is narrative in nature (Fisher, 1987). Narrative is defined within this thesis as any
story containing a beginning, middle, and end (Aristotle, n.d.), thus this thesis is guided by this
definition. As Foss, Foss, & Trapp (2002) acknowledge, “a basic function of the media is the
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creation of representations or simulations – reproduced versions of reality” (p. 313). Narratives
in advertising have been described in previous research as “…actors engaged in actions to
achieve goals,” generally containing a “sequence initiated by some events and actions result(ing)
in outcomes” (Escalas, 1998, p. 273). In accordance with these claims, this thesis determines the
artifact being examined, an advertising video, qualifies as a narrative so the use of NPT and NC
as analytical tools is legitimized and justified.

Audience
The target audience for these artifacts are young adults (ages 18-25), who were key to the
White House’s Affordable Care Act (ACA) strategy as their enrollment was necessary to offset
the expenses of older enrollees. They are prolific users of social media (89% of people ages 1829, according to Pew Research, 2014). The creators of the artifacts, Generation Opportunity,
define themselves as a “millennial advocacy organization” (2015). Thus, this specific target
audience guided Generation Opportunity’s strategies in the creation of these advertising
narratives.

Theory
This thesis will conduct a visual rhetorical analysis (Foss, 2005) utilizing Fisher’s NPT
and Narrative Criticism (Foss, 2005) to guide the examination of the narrative structure
presented in visual form and content of the artifact. The advertisement, “Something Creepy This
Way Comes,” is from the anti-Obamacare ‘Creepy Uncle Sam’ series produced by Generation
Opportunity. The purpose of this study is to use NPT (assisted by NC) to determine how visuals
function to tell a story, what features of these visuals lend to the persuasive nature of the story, if
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the story is coherent and trustworthy, and finally, what master analogue the story holds and what
the implications of this master analogue might be.

Methodology and Text selection
The purpose of this thesis is to use the narrative criticism technique as developed by
Sonja Foss, assisted by Walter Fisher’s Narrative Paradigm Theory (NPT) and Foss’ theory of
visual rhetoric (and elaborated on by Mullen and Fisher) to examine the attack ad “Something
Creepy This Way Comes.” The objectives of this thesis are to discover how an issue-based
negative political advertisement constructs a visual narrative, to analyze how the narrative
proposes meaning to an audience through rhetorical strategies, and ultimately to unearth and
understand the intended messages embodied in the visual narrative. It also asks what values is
this artifact associating and assuming about the audience; what is it representing? (Rose, 2012).
To address this quandary, one artifact will be examined from the ‘Creepy Uncle Sam’ ad
series. This advertisement, which aired in July 2014, was chosen due to it receiving over 2
million views on YouTube as of 2015, essentially defining the ad as having gone viral.

(Figure 1)
Something Creepy This Way Comes
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Creepy Uncle Sam Obamacare Care-nival
Views: 2,231,814

Literature Review
Visual Rhetoric
Communication occurs through images. “Visual communication is a central aspect of our
lives, and much of this communication is done indirectly, through symbolic means: by words and
signs and symbols of all kinds” (Berger, 2008, p. 2). To be considered visual rhetoric, an artifact
must hold three characteristics: symbolic action, human intervention, and presence of an
audience. The artifact must have symbolic action, meaning it needs to be more than just a sign; it
must hold symbolic meaning that connects with the image for which it stands. The artifact must
involve human interaction in its creation and/or interpretation. Finally, the artifact must be in
existence with, or appeal to, an ideal or real audience (Foss, 2005).
Once an artifact is established as a form of visual rhetoric, according to Foss it can then
be examined by three main components: the nature of the image, function of the image, and
evaluation of the image (2005). While Foss proposed these three evaluative methods for
analyzing visual rhetoric, this thesis will use the elaboration of Foss’s method as proposed by
Mullen and Fisher (2004).
While Foss proposes that one look towards the suggested and presented elements within a
visual artifact, Mullen and Fisher suggest a more in-depth examination of the structure that
contribute to the visual construction of a narrative. The elaborated method calls for a visual
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evaluation in which one considers the aesthetic concepts (color choice), production elements
(camera angles, graphics, lighting, etc.) and nonverbal communicative practices (for example,
emotives and head placements) (2004). By assessing these components one can work towards
developing a clearer interpretation of the nature of the visual artifact.
The next step in Foss’s three-step process is to look towards identifying the function of a
visual artifact to determine how the visual is operating for its viewers (2005). Foss suggests that
the idea of looking for the function of the visual is not to try to determine what the visual
purposes, but solely to determine its function (2005). Mullen and Fisher determine that the
scholar should look towards the message of the visual as it represents the functional aspect. How
do the denotative and connotative meanings work within the image to influence one another?
(2004).
The function of the visual and the evaluation stage of analysis that Foss proposes in her
visual rhetorical method are essentially combined within the elaborated method of visual
analysis. In the elaborated method, the value of the artifact is looked at based on an assessment
of the function itself (Mullen & Fisher, 2004). The quality of the function of a visual can be
based on the elements that create it. The possible effects of the visual should be taken into
account during this evaluative stage. The effects of a visual can often bring about important
questions such as the ethical use of certain imagery within the artifact (Mullen & Fisher, 2004).
Why privilege the visual over verbal? As Blair (2004) states, “The advantage of visual
arguments over print or spoken arguments lies in their evocative power. Part of this power is due
to the enormously high number of images that can be conveyed in a short time” (p. 51).

7
Narrative Criticism
Narratives can be found in most things when time is taken to examine them critically.
Besides traditional forms, photographs, fashion attire, sculptures, and even buildings have a story
to tell. Though narratives can be found in most things, they do hold certain distinguishing
features that vary them from other forms of rhetoric.
Narratives are made up of a minimum of two events expressing action or a state of
condition; as Foss (2009) defines them, the “active/stative” (pp. 307). Another distinguishing
feature of narratives is that they must be ordered by a sequence of events in which the retelling of
must be clear (Foss, 2009). Narratives hold a beginning, middle, and end (Aristotle, n.d.), –
though, as Jean Luc Goddard is famously quoted as saying, they may be sequenced in any order
and implied rather than explicitly stated. The events in any narrative must be causal or
contributing to the story taking place, and the relationship between the events needs to define the
nature of change and relationship between the story and the events themselves on a unified
subject narrative (Foss, 2009). Basically, the main purpose of a narrative is to create a cohesive
story that both the storyteller and the audience take a personal involvement in either through the
narration or the act of the narrative itself (Foss, 2009).
Successful narratives create very specific and detailed visuals and descriptions to engage
listeners to participate through their own imaginations. A good narrative wants to make
connections to an audience’s own past knowledge and experiences in order to make a connection
between themselves and the storyteller (Foss, 2009).
Narratives are unique in that they work to involve audience participation in ways that
other discourse does not allow due to their ability to be intersubjectively sharable (Foss, 2009).
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This intersubjective shareability can be examined when the narrated world is a world that is
shared due to its ability to have the audience and storyteller bond in moments of shared
experience around the form and content of the narrative (Foss, 2009).
Most importantly, narratives have the ability to allow the audience to share in the moral
evaluation (as will be discussed in NPT) of the narrated universe. When audience members
accept the invitation into the narrated world, they are allowed to respond in a way that lends
value to the evaluation of the narrator-crafted world (Foss, 2009).
Conducting a Critical Narrative reading of a visual artifact involves identifying the
objective of the narrative by examining the content in which the narrative is expressed as
interpreted from the audience’s perspective, looking towards the story itself, and the identifiable
features of the narrative that assist the successfully interpretation of said objective (Foss, 2009).
Foss suggests examining the story’s setting and narrator, the events being expressed
within the narrative, as well as looking into the temporal relations within the narrative (Foss,
2009); the causal relations, the audience (real or ideal), theme, and discovering the type of
narrative at hand (Foss, 2009).
When assessing the narrative critically, Foss determines there are two focus areas. First
one should assess the narrative, scrutinize the objective of the narrative to determine if it is
appropriate, and then assess the strategies that the narrative is using to succeed at the objective
and to allow it to enter the ‘real’ world and work in a manner intended by the objective (Foss,
2009).
To assist in the assessment of the possible objective(s) and functions of a narrative, Foss
(2009) provides the following:

9
Possible objectives of a narrative:












To help the storyteller or audience
function more effectively in the
present
To encourage action
To defend or justify an action
To adjust to an event or condition
To repair or restore order
To heal from loss or disappointment
To comfort or bring relief
To teach, instruct or offer lessons
To convey truths and values about a
culture
To socialize into a community
To inculcate obedience












To challenge perceptions of a
situation
To clarify thinking or to make sense
of something
To gain self-knowledge
To redeem or renew
To construct identity
To entertain
To maintain or create community
To counter received or conventional
knowledge
To honor, memorialize or
commemorate
To manage or resolve conflict

Features of narrative--important to read how Foss explains each of these:






Setting
Character
Narrator
Events
Temporal Relations






Causal Relations
Audience
Theme
Type of narrative (comedy, romance,
tragedy, irony) (pp. 311-314)

Narrative Paradigm Theory

Narratives, as Walter Fisher (1984) defines them, are symbolic actions or interactions in
the form of words or actions that have a cohesive binding element and overall meaning for those
who create, interpret, or interact within (pp. 2). Allowing this interpretation, Fisher developed the
Narrative Paradigm Theory, explaining, “NPT seeks to discover and analyze narration(s), logical
reasons (motive for action), and (value-laden) good reasons (motive for action)” (Fisher, 1984,
pp. 2).
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According to Fisher (1985), NPT holds five major presuppositions; 1) All people are at
their core story tellers, 2) People base decisions on the criteria of sound and good reasoning,
which can alter in form between differing communication situations, 3) The development and
determination of good reasoning is controlled by history, biography, culture, and character, 4)
The soundness of the narrative rationality is based on the narrative’s probability and fidelity, 5)
The world as it is known is made up of stories from which society must choose and recreate
within to live life (pp. 349).
Fisher’s NPT examines narrative stories on two levels, structurally and evaluative. The
structure of a narrative is comprised of Character, Emplotment (plots), and the idealisticmoralistic and materialistic master analogues (Cragan & Shields, 1995). Character involves
examining the attributions given to the actors and narrator within a story. Emplotment, as Fisher
uses it, means that all discourse can be viewed as a story (Cragan & Shields, 1995), and deals
with the plot of the narrative. Fisher (1985) believed that every narrative follows two “deepstructure value systems that compete with each other as over-arching good reasons for audiences
to adhere to a story” (Cragan & Shields, 1995, pp. 102) they are the idealistic-moralistic Master
Analogue and the Materialistic Master Analogue (Cragan & Shields, 1995). A successful
narrative must adhere to the materialistic monologue or the idealistic-moralistic Master
Analogue to be accepted by the audience (Fisher, 1985).
The idealistic-moralistic Master analogue is concerned with the “egalitarian myth that
characterizes all humans as created equal” (Cragan & Shields, 1995, pp. 103). The Idealisticmoralist Master Analogue holds the values of “tolerance, charity, trustworthiness, love and
justice” (Cragan & Shields, 1995, pp. 103).
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The Materialistic Master Analogue is focused on individual success. According to Cragan
and Shields (1995) it is a “competitive myth that characterizes all humans as striving to get
ahead. This myth implies such embedded values as pleasure, self-aggrandizement, political
acumen, self-reliance, competitiveness, playing the game, and achievement” (pp. 103).
NPT has three evaluative components, the audience, narrative probability and narrative
fidelity (Fisher, 1985), the latter two which dealt with NPT over-arching belief in narrative
rationality.
Concerning narrative rationality, two tenets must be observed to determine whether the
narrative is to be accepted or rejected. Fisher (1985) states that narrative probability deals with
the formal features and structure of a story. It looks to examine the story with questions of
whether the story holds coherence and has no contradictions within its narrative (pp. 349).
Narrative probability is interested in examining the structure of the story along with the
understanding of the real world and how the story’s characters, objects, actions, and settings
correlate with reality as is experienced by the viewer.
Cragan and Shields (1995) provide the following questions (originally proposed by Fisher) to
guide the evaluation of narrative probability:




The argumentative and structural coherence, does the story have internal consistence or
are there contradictions (pp. 104)?
Is there material coherence, are facts ignored and counterarguments (that are known to
exist in presently competing stories) being left out (pp. 104)?
Is there characterological coherence, are the characters (the storyteller) being represented
and acting consistently within the story (pp. 105)?

The second tenet of Narrative rationality is narrative fidelity. Narrative fidelity looks towards
the nature of truth within the story. Is the story crafted around the logic of good reason and
values? (Fisher, 1985, pp. 350). When looking towards a story’s narrative fidelity the question of

12
the values of the story is sought as well as the interpretation of the impact of accepting said
values might be to the listener. Narrative fidelity is concerned with how the structure of the
narrative is directing the viewer’s attention towards contemplation and interpretation of the
content of the story to frame meaning through perspective, movement between and within
frames, angles etc. The fidelity of a narrative can be examined through attentiveness towards the
narratives patterns of inference, use of fact, relevant and pertinent to the audience, the potential
discussion of problem and the representation of the desirable outcome (Fisher, 1985, pp. 350).
Cragan and Shields (1995) provide the following questions (originally proposed by Fisher) to
guide the evaluation of narrative fidelity:
1. Are the facts in the story accurately represented?
2. Are all the facts included?
3. Are the rational arguments of authority assertion, example, sign, cause, and literal
analogy constructed soundly in terms of data, warrant, and claim?
4. Are all the significant arguments identified?
5. Are all the relevant arguments identified? (pp. 106).
Question of Fact: What are the values reflected in the story?
1. Question of Relevance: Are the values in the story relevant, accurate, and non-distorted
for the topic the story presents?
2. Question of Consequence: What are the outcomes, in terms of yourself and your relations
with others in society, when you adhere to the values contained in the narrative?
3. Question of consistency: Are the values in the story consistent with those held by you, by
those you respect, and by an ideal audience?
4. Question of Transcendent Issue: Even if the story rings true in a particular case, are the
values in the story consistent with those of the idealistic-moralistic or materialistic master
analogue myths? (pp. 106).
As Fisher states (1985), the main function of the NPT is to assist an interpretation and
assessment of whether this course of human communication is providing a “reliable, trustworthy,
and desirable guide to thought and action in the world” (pp.351).
According to NPT, a major motivation for the acceptance or rejection of a narrative by its
audience is if it is in line with the audience’s narrative rationality and adheres to their values
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within its Master Analogue. If a narrative does not present a story that is either value or
rationally based, the story will be rejected by its audience (Fisher, 1985).
Preview of study
This study will proceed over five chapters. The second chapter will examine the history of
negative political advertising and the revolution of YouTube to political campaigning. It will also
examine Generation Opportunity (and the Koch brothers involvement), and the political situation
surrounding Obamacare. The third chapter will conduct an analysis of the visual communication
used in the ‘Something Creepy This Way Comes’ attack ad. Chapter four will discuss the
findings of the analysis and its evaluation through a NPT lens. Chapter five will discuss the use
of value-laced narratives to convey political issues to the viewer, its limitations and explore the
implications of visual rhetoric functioning persuasively within negative political advertising.

CHAPTER TWO
A BRIEF HISTORY OF NEGATIVE POLITICAL ADVERTISING (NPA)
The attention paid to negative political advertising in the last decade in American society
has grown significantly. This focus on such campaigning has made the public falsely assume that
perhaps this is a new dawn in how political campaigns are run. Though the use of negative
campaigning has been on the increase since the 1980’s, it is hardly a new phenomenon in the
political world. Negative political campaigning and advertising has long been a rich and
tumultuous component of the political process in America. Attack ads are often used, as Tuman
(2008) simply puts it, because it is “…easier to sell yourself to voters by tearing down your
opponent” (p. 253).
Due to this growing focus on negative campaigning, many people began to claim that the
2012 presidential-election was one of the dirtiest campaigns in history, however, that is not
necessarily the case. As Manseau (2012) clearly articulates, “…as bad as this election may seem,
it is hardly original in its biliousness. Its protagonists often appear to be reading from a borrowed
script, delivering lackluster renditions of the truly inspired negative campaign tactics that have
made American politics a blood sport from the start” (para. 2). So why have attack ads been used
in nearly every election to date in America even though many voters and candidates seem to take
issue with their use? The fact is that historically they have been documented to have a substantial
effect on their audience (Tuman, 2008, p. 215; Lovejoy, Cheng, & Riffe, 2010).
This substantial effect can be seen in the presidential election of 1800. For the first - and
last - time in US history, a sitting President found himself running against his Vice President
(Behn, 2010). John Adams, second President of the United States, ran for re-election in 1800.
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However, his Vice President Thomas Jefferson also decided to run for office, this time as a direct
opponent (Behn, 2010).
Unlike today, it was not common for presidential candidates to actively campaign. As
Ferling (2004) states, “Presidential candidates did not kiss babies, ride in parades or shake hands.
Nor did they even make stump speeches. The candidates tried to remain above the fray…Adams
and Jefferson each returned home when Congress adjourned in May; and neither left their home
states until they returned to the new capital of Washington in November” (p. 4).
While both candidates acted as if they were “above the fray” of campaigning, their
supporters’ actions were nothing of the sort. Adams’ supporters circulated rumors of Jefferson’s
alleged affair with an underage African-American slave by the name of Sally Hemmings. They
used negative campaigning to portray Jefferson as piously lacking, while holding up Adams as
against such indecency (Manseau, 2012). While Adams used his supporters to attempt to
discredit his opponent, Jefferson took a more direct route by hiring James Callender to do the
dirty work the Vice President was supposedly above (Swint, 2012). Jefferson’s investment in this
outside help was well worth it, as Callender was able to convince much of the American public
that if Adams were re-elected, his intent was to attack France (Behn, 2010). This slander allowed
Jefferson to undo some of the damage done to his credibility and sway the voting public in his
favor, which won him the election (Ferling, 2004).
Negative political campaigning is not limited to competing candidates. Public interest
groups and political action committees also have a stake in the election which can play a role in
the production of attack ads and spreading of rumors. Possibly the first example of a public
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interest group actively disseminating negative political advertising occurred during Abraham
Lincoln’s re-election bid in 1864 (Holzer, 2013). During his first-term as president the
newspaper New York World took issue with Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation. In reaction,
the newspaper spent much of Lincoln’s first term in office publishing outlandish and often
slanderous stories about Lincoln and his cabinet mates (Encyclopedia Britannica, 2013).
Based on the newspaper’s fears that if Lincoln were to be re-elected for a second-term he
would further diminish the rights of the white majority, it increased the publication of factitious
information during his bid for re-election (Weber, 2006). New York World published many
editorials proclaiming that Lincoln would use his second-term in office to create a mixed-race
society in which black men would be able to legally marry and copulate with white women. The
paper played on the xenophobic fears of the white majority by claiming if Lincoln were to win
the 1864 election, white men would be slaves to black masters in short order (Holzer, 2013).
The newspaper not only wrote scathing editorials, it also utilized the political cartoon by
hiring a printmaker to create a chronicle of anti-Lincoln cartoons. The newspaper used these
illustrations to play on the racial fears of white voters by depicting of black men engaging in
sexual acts with white women in graphic images (Sharp, 2009). A particularly memorable
cartoon, titled The Miscegenation Ball, portrayed “…mixed-race couples dancing or embracing
indecently on the sidelines, while astonished white eyewitnesses peer onto the shocking scene
from a skylight above. Gracing the hall in the distance is a portrait of Lincoln himself—his
image here meant to imply he had somehow blessed the outrageous affair” (Holzer, 2013, para.
5).
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The cartoon portrayals of Lincoln endorsing mixed race sexual relations and privilege
was a continuous theme the newspaper touched on through-out his re-election bid. Perhaps the
most elaborate scheme the New York World conducted was the creation and publication of a 72page satirical pamphlet, titled Miscegenation: The Theory of the Blending of the Races, Applied
to the American White Man and Negro (Weber, 2006). The hoax pamphlet was, as Holzer (2013)
states, “[c]rafted as a wholly serious political document in an age in which pamphlets were
regarded as important devices for the advancement of political philosophy” (para. 8). The
pamphlet purported racial equality, citing fake statistics to falsify its claims as well as literary
quotations.
The New York World’s attacks on Lincoln remain “…one of the earliest examples of the
political ‘dirty trick’ in the collection—or on record—the ancestor of today’s anonymous
negative political advertising on television” (Holzer, 2013, para. 14). Though this negative
campaigning against Lincoln did not result in him losing the overall re-election for Presidency,
he did overwhelming lose within New York City (Holzer, 2013).
Another technique used in elections besides supporters and public interest groups
attacking opponents was utilizing a creative campaign slogan to take a jab. In the election of
1884, the Grover Cleveland and James G. Blaine campaigns used this technique. The Cleveland
campaign created the slogan, “Blaine, Blaine, James G. Blaine, The Continental Liar from the
State of Maine,” a reference to opponent Blaine’s behavior during and after his supposed
involvement in unethical business deals associated with the railroad industry
(PresidentsUSA.net, 2015). While Blaine’s campaign created the catchy Chant, “Ma, Ma,
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Where’s my Pa, Gone to the White House, Ha, Ha, Ha,” calling attention to the out of wedlock
child Cleveland had fathered years earlier (UShistory.com, 2015).
Negative political campaigning saw a change in the early 1950’s with the rise of
television. The evolution of television from a novelty to a staple in the American home gave way
to a more widely viewed type of negative campaigning, the televised attack advertisement. While
the 1952 presidential election between Dwight D. Eisenhower and Adlai Stevenson saw the first
use of the televised political ad (Trent, Friedenberg, & Denton, 2011), both elections did not
harness the full potential power of the negative advertisement. This may be a reflection of the
fact that there would have been no real use in it. Eisenhower was (and remains) one of the most
beloved public figures in American history. So much so, that Stevenson repeatedly declined to
run against him in 1952 before eventually being forced to by the Democratic Party after giving
an eloquent keynote speech at the national convention. He was then forced into another losing
race four years later in the 1956 election (The Living Room Candidate, 2012, 1952-56).
Television soon proved to have an important impact on campaigns. This impact can be
seen in the traction that John F. Kennedy’s campaign gained in the 1960 election against Richard
Nixon due to his ability to be well received on camera during the presidential debates (Tuman
2008 p. 134,). The role of television in running a successful national election could no longer be
ignored.
The pinnacle of negative political advertising in this period occurred during the Lyndon
Johnson vs. Barry Goldwater presidential election of 1964. The ad, titled “Peace Little Girl
(Daisy),” is described by Trent, Friedenberg, & Denton (2011) as showing a little girl slowly
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picking the petals off a flower and counting up from one to nine. The screen freezes on the
startled little girl’s eye as she looks up. An extreme close-up, eventually becoming black from
zooming in on the little girls’ eye. A man’s voice counts down from ten to one followed by the
image of an atom bomb exploding. Johnson’s voice begins to play is then heard ‘These are the
stakes – to make a world in which all of God’s children can live, or to go into the dark. We must
either love each other, or we must die’ (p. 148). The screen goes black with white letters asking
the audience to vote for Johnson on November 3rd. An announcer reads the text and ends with the
phrase “The stakes are too high for you to stay home” (Trent, Friedenberg, & Denton, 2011, p.
148).
The ad only aired once, on September 7, 1964 during NBC’s movie of the week (The
Living Room Candidate, 2012, 1964), it created a generally negative response from political
commentators. Interestingly, the ad did not mention Johnson’s opponent Goldwater directly
(Smith, 2010, pp.136-137) but played on the American public’s already established fear that
Goldwater might in fact start a nuclear war if elected. The ad essentially went ‘viral’ as it created
a media sensation that sparked lengthy discussions on network news and talk programs and
eventually the little girl who appeared in the ad even made the cover of Times magazine (The
Living Room Candidate, 2012, 1964).
The Johnson “Daisy” ad became (and remains) the gold standard for negative political
advertising (Trent, Friedenberg, & Denton, 2011). After witnessing the persuasive and effective
nature that such an attack ad could have, the next 40-plus years of political campaigning saw a
significant rise in its use.
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The Nixon-Humphrey Presidential campaign of 1968 featured the Nixon campaign
attempting to associate Humphrey (and therefore the Democratic Party) with the violence of the
Vietnam War. Nixon’s team created an ad that “…juxtaposed unflattering still photographs of a
smiling Humphrey with images of Vietnam and the chaos of the Democratic convention, all to
the ironic accompaniment of the Dixieland song "Hot Time in the Old Town Tonight” (The
Living Room Candidate, 2012, 1968).
While the Humphrey campaign fought back with ads implying Nixon could not be trusted
and had a slim record of public service (The Living Room Candidate, 2012, 1968). Humphrey’s
campaign also produced an advertisement that “…evoked the famous ‘Daisy Girl’ ad by showing
images of mushroom clouds while criticizing Nixon’s opposition to the signing of a nuclear
nonproliferation treaty” (The Living Room Candidate, 2012, 1968).
This use of negative political advertising has continued in each subsequent Presidential
election. It can be seen in Reagan’s 1980 ads which criticized sitting President Jimmy Carter by
asking the question “Are you better off today than you were four years ago?” (The Living Room
Candidate, 2012, 1980).
Negative campaigning got aggressive during the George H.W. Bush vs. Michael Dukakis
campaigns of 1988. A pro-Bush political action committee (PAC) financed and aired an ad that
directly referred to a black prison inmate, Will Gordon, who was furloughed for a weekend by
through a program supported by the Dukakis administration and went on to “rape a white woman
and torture her fiancé” (Smith, 2010, p. 140).
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A more recent example of televised negative political advertising occurred during the
George W. Bush vs. John Kerry contest of 2004. Bush’s campaign made a strategic push to
constantly air advertisements that portrayed Kerry as a ‘flip-flopper’, constantly changing his
mind and opinions on political matters (The Living Room Candidate, 2012, 2004). Both
candidates used the Internet to mass-e-mail links to specifically outrageous negative ads. One ad,
created by the Bush campaign supporters attempted “…to depict Kerry and fellow Democrats as
being excessively angry. The controversial ad intercuts images of Adolf Hitler” (The Living
Room Candidate, 2012, 2004). Kerry’s team also used the Internet to issue attack ads that
capitalized “…on increasing public disaffection with events in Iraq”. One ad titled “Mistakes
Were Made”, set Bush’s remarks from a press conference to “ominous music” (The Living
Room Candidate, 2012, 2004).
Each party’s use of the Internet as a campaign tool before 2008 was primarily to reach
out to their own constituencies through large e-mail blasts (Trent, Friedenberg, & Denton, 2011,
p. 366). However, much like the Johnson-Goldwater election of 1964 which saw the widespread
use and acceptance of the television into the American home, the 2008 presidential election
occurred during a significant surge in the availability and use of the Internet by Americans
(Tuman, 2008, p. 200).
The use of the Internet in political campaigning was not invented in the 2008 election
cycle, it was however, perfected (Gibson, 2011, p. 204). This perfection was assisted by the
major Internet development between the 2004 and 2008 elections; the creation and
popularization of YouTube and social media (Gibson, 2011).
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A Swift Change in How Political Campaigning is Done
The 2008 election has been deemed by many “The YouTube Election,” as it took place
after the creation and popularization of a new form of social media, the video sharing site
YouTube (Jones, 2009).YouTube, and subsequently other social media sites, created a new and
interactive way to disseminate information to the American public that no previous election
during the Internet-era had experienced (Gibson, 2011).
YouTube created an environment that opened up new realms of civic engagement for the
American population. In the same way television revolutionized how negative political
advertising was distributed, so did the emergence of the user-friendly interactive video sharing
site YouTube (Gronbeck, 2009). The proliferation of YouTube during the 2008 election led to
the ability for campaigns to have more agency over the narratives they were crafting within
social media. YouTube also gave campaigns the ability to almost immediately react and retaliate
against any negative political advertising waged against them (Tuman, 2008).
Material produced and distributed on YouTube has the ability to easily and quickly be
viewed by millions. Without having to pay for advertising placement on television or adhere to
its standards, YouTube videos can subsequently be picked up by news media, and spark public
discussions (Trent, Friedenberg, & Denton, 2011). With the creation of YouTube, it became far
easier for campaigns to create and share attack ads, while also giving them the ability to counterattack within hours (Jones, 2009). This ability for candidates to go almost instantaneously back
and forth with such ease and little restriction, created not only a spectacle that had seemingly
been lacking in public-interest in politics in the recent years, it also cultivated a resurgence in
public participation in politics (Smith, 2010).
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Due to this rapid growth in civic engagement and awareness, candidates began to face a
new problem; the viral video (Trent, Friedenberg, & Denton, 2011). Though an attack ad going
viral was not a new phenomenon, the rapid-fire nature of YouTube videos to spread quickly
across the Internet, called for a more effective way for campaigns to control a narrative before it
could get away from them.
There were two issues at hand: how to make a campaign-produced attack video on an
opponent go viral and how to ensure that their opponent’s attack video did not, or at very least
diffuse the virality of the video before it did too much damage (Gronbeck, 2009).
Hillary Clinton learned the importance of controlling the narrative of viral videos
firsthand while running against Barrack Obama for the Democratic Party’s nomination for
president. An attack ad appeared on YouTube; a mashup crafted from the famous Apple
commercial “1984” and a Clinton speech introducing herself as a candidate for the election
season. The video ends with the text on screen reading “On January 14th, the Democratic primary
will begin. And you’ll see why 2008 won’t be like ‘1984’” (YouTube, 2007; Argenti & Barnes,
2009). The video expressed some of the public’s increasing doubts in Clinton’s suitability to
hold office. This attack ad went viral and soon had 6 million views (Smith, 2010). The ad, which
first appeared on Obama’s official website, as Wheaton (2007) points out, “…[was a] basically
free, professional-quality campaign ad [that] broke though the YouTube clutter and ended up in
the news cycle, boosting its audience exponentially” (para. 5).
Clinton’s campaign team tried to diffuse the impact of the attack ad by producing its own,
titled “3 am,” an advertisement that posed the question of who had the ability to answer the
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phone when it rings in the middle of the night during a foreign crisis (YouTube, 2008). While
this video did go viral, it did not do so in the way the Clinton team wanted. Hundreds of spoofs
appeared, causing opponents and talk show hosts to speculate on the question of ability
(Gronbeck, 2009). The video had backfired for two main reasons: it was not evident if this was
an attack ad on Obama or an endorsement for Clinton’s abilities. Also, and possibly more
importantly, YouTube tends to privilege creative parody (Smith, 2010), like the anti-Clinton
“1984/Hillary” attack ad, something that “3am” did not properly capture.
To make an effective negative advertisement with the potential to go viral, as Jones
(2009) states, “…the video must be able to deliver a particular sting, largely because [it]
maintain[s] a kernel of truth while being quite humorous (making them all the more powerful as
a result)” (p. 175). The famous “1984/Hillary” ad, along with a YouTube video that seemed to
show Clinton choking back a tear during a televised speech, sparked a kernel of truth in the
American publics’ (and the news media’s) misogynistic distrust in the ability of a woman to
properly run a country. This successful attack ad against Clinton, combined with her campaign’s
failure to catch the zeitgeist with its videos could be interpreted as contributing factors as to why
her run for Presidency failed (Gronbeck, 2009).
The 2008 presidential election was driven by personal attacks. The Obama campaign
repeatedly created ads that linked John McCain with President Bush, whose approval rating was
at an extreme low (The Living Room Candidate, 2012, 2008). The McCain campaign tried to
craft a narrative that portrayed Obama not as a politician but as a celebrity with the inability to
lead. As well, it portrayed him as a liberal Democrat who wanted to raise taxes (The Living
Room Candidate, 2012, 2008). However the Obama campaign’s use of social media can be
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credited for the landslide win that Obama had over McCain. As Smith (2010) points out, “…the
day before the election…Obama had 403% the number of YouTube subscribers, and 905% the
number of YouTube viewings (p. 179).
While the 2008 presidential election can be framed as “The YouTube Election (Jones,
2009), with the candidates’ campaigns attempting to launch multiple personal attacks on their
opponents, the 2012 election is framed through the emergence of the policy attack (Walsh,
2011).
This shift from personal to policy stems from multiple factors. For one, it can be
incredibly hard to unseat a sitting president. In fact, only three presidents since WWII who ran
for re-election for a second term lost: Gerald Ford, Jimmy Carter, and George H.W. Bush
(Murse, n.d.). Another contributing factor to the shift in personal to policy attacks from the 2008
to 2012 presidential elections was the 2010 Citizen’s United Ruling.
Since outside sources could now have unlimited funding to promote and/or attack
candidates, it was easier to be taken seriously if a platform of policy was taken over that of
personal. Considering that the sources (political action committees) creating and outputting these
attacks were ‘faceless’, it was far easier to cultivate an ‘us against them’ agenda by attacking
policy over personal (Johnson-Cartee & Copeland, 1991; Tuman 2008).
Another Shift in the Tide, Citizens United Ruling
Much like the creation and popularity of YouTube and Social Media sites changed the
way political campaigns were run (Gibson, 2011), so did the 2010 Citizens Untied vs. FEC ruling
(Trent, Friedenberg, & Denton, 2011). On January 21st, 2010, the United States Supreme Court
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ruled that corporations and unions were no longer banned from making unlimited expenditures in
favor for or against political candidates. The ruling permits unrestricted funds to be contributed
from labor unions and corporations towards political endeavors in federal elections (Dunbar,
2012).
Citizens United resulted in a significant increase in political advertising funded by
interest groups in subsequent elections (Franz, 2015). These public interest groups are known as
Political Action Committees (PACs). A PAC is a single-issue group that, as Tuman (2008)
states, “…operate as advocates, usually to promote a given cause, oppose a law, initiative, or
candidate, or advocate a certain electoral outcome” (p. 32).
Before the Citizens United ruling, PACs were limited in the amount that they could
accept and spend on independent expenditures. That changed on March 2010 when the D.C.
Court of Appeals, in the Speechnow.org v. FEC case, ruled that setting limitations on
contributions to PACs (specifically SpeechNow.org) was unconstitutional as it violated the First
Amendment (FEC.gov, July 2010). The Speechnow.gov v. FEC ruling was highly influenced by
the precedent set in the Citizens United v. FEC ruling (Dunbar, 2012).
Thus, corporations and unions no longer had limitations on the contributions they could
make to groups that make only independent expenditures (FEC.gov, January 2010) and these
groups now had no limitations on the amount of the contributions given to them, as long as they
functioned independently of a candidate (FEC.gov, July 2010). This evisceration of contribution
caps led to the creation of what have been deemed Super-PACs. Super-PACs are allowed to raise
money from not only individuals, but also unions, corporations, and various other groups (Boak,
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2010). While these groups are not supposed to have direct interaction with the candidates they
are supporting, many of these Super-PACs are run by former campaign leaders of the politician
they are supporting (Dunbar, 2012).
As Trent surmises, “…[these] pressure groups have become so powerful and so
numerous that their efforts to influence legislation and elections have had a dramatic impact on
electoral politics. Their campaigns for or against proposed legislation have often served to
fragment the political system, and their efforts to affect the election of specific candidates have
contributed to the declining influence of political parties” (Trent, Friedenberg, & Denton, 2011,
p. 10)
The impact these rulings have had almost an immediate impact in the amount of money
being spent in elections. In the 2010 election cycle there were only 83 Super-PACs that
collectively spent almost $63 million. By 2012, there were 1,310 Super-PACs which raised over
$800 million, of which they collectively spent over $600 million. During the 2014 election-cycle
(a non-presidential election year), there were 1,322 Super-PACs which raised almost $700
million and spent about $400 million (Center for Responsive Politics, 2015).
This expanding growth in the money outside sources are spending on elections does not
take into account the amount non-profit organizations have raised and spent trying to get
candidates elected or…not elected…as non-profits do not have to file their records with the
Federal Election Commission (Ashkenas, Ericson, Parlapiano, & Willis, 2012).
It is estimated that for the 2016 election cycle, as Confessore (2015) states, “The political
network overseen by the conservative billionaires Charles G. and David H. Koch plans to spend
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close to $900 million” (para. 1).This amount will put them in league with the expenditures of
both the national parties (Confessore, 2015).
The Koch brothers are no strangers to spending money on elections. The brothers are tied
to many Super-PACs and non-profits, one of these non-profits is called Generation Opportunity.
Generation Opportunity
Generation Opportunity (GenOpp) was founded in 2010 and defines itself as a “…nonprofit millennial (18-29 year olds) advocacy organization,” that focuses on “…youth
unemployment, student loans, education, health care, government spending and taxation, and
other economic issues” (Generation Opportunity, 2015). Its mission statement is to “[work] to
unite Millennials as a voting bloc so we can finally put a stop to Washington’s generational theft
schemes that rob us of future prosperity” (Generation Opportunity, 2015).
GenOpp claims to be a non-partisan organization, yet as Novak (2014) points out,
“almost 86% of the funds GenOpp has raised in the three years that tax information was
available is from two Koch-linked nonprofits” (para. 2). Keeping in tune with their conservative
backers (Dunbar, 2014), in 2013 Generation Opportunity launched a campaign attacking the
Affordable Care Act (Generation Opportunity, 2013).
The Affordable Care Act (ACA), commonly known as Obamacare, is a law enacted in
2012. The ACA looks to increase the quality and affordability of health insurance, eliminating
biases for pre-existing conditions or sexual orientation. The law also acts as a tax incentive (US
Dept. of Health and Human Services, 2015). There was much opposition to this health care
reform. (Republican National Committee, 2015).
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In reaction to this new law Generation Opportunity, which engages its’ demographic
through social media platforms (Dunbar, 2014), began a series of YouTube attack ads known as
“Opt-Out/Opt-Out of Obamacare” (Generation Opportunity, 2013). Since the ACA needed
younger enrollees to make it successful, Generation Opportunity ads encouraged them to opt out
which would hinder the potential success of the program.
On September 18, 2013, Generation Opportunity began its ‘Opt-Out’ campaign by
exclusively releasing online its first two in a series of attack ads against the ACA dubbed ‘OptOut’ (Generation Opportunity, 2013). Two of the videos, titled “Opt-Out: The Exam and OptOut The Glove” (YouTube, 2013) soon went viral and were subsequently picked up by news and
media outlets (Egan, 2013). As of March 2015, the two videos have had more than 3.5 million
views combined (YouTube.com, 2014). The “Creepy Uncle Sam” videos soon became staples in
the Generation Opportunity ‘Opt-Out’ ads.
What are the visual components of these ‘Opt-Out’ ads that are upholding (or negating)
the narratives being expressed? Does narrative rationality and fidelity add to the ads ability to
create a reaction within their audience as to make these ads go viral? Does it not matter? It is
important to examine these issues as the right-wing conservative subsidiaries contributing money
to the creators of these ads are set to spend almost $900 million dollars in the 2016 electioncycle. They have the potential to have a very real effect on the outcome of the next presidential
election.

CHAPTER THREE
ANALYZING THE AD
This chapter will analyze the visual rhetoric of the ‘Something Creepy This Way Comes’
Generation Opportunity advertisement, guided by Sonja Foss’s Narrative Criticism technique to
discover the persuasive nature of the narrative’s imagery. This analysis will then inform Chapter
Four, in which Walter Fisher’s Narrative Paradigm Theory will be applied to discover the
potential acceptability of the narrative by its ideal audience. The advertisement first appeared
online in July 2014 - five months after the major provisions of Affordable Care Act became
effective (U.S. Department of Health & Human Services, 2015).
Brief Description of Advertisement
The ad opens on a typical suburban neighborhood. As the mailbox states it is
Everywhere, USA. People of all races and ages are standing on the street watching a rickety
ambulance with black smoke following it going down the middle of the road. Carousal-esque
music is playing in the background as the van makes its way through the neighborhood. A voiceover is saying “Come one, come all. You over there witness a miracle of humanity. It’s magical,
it’s mysterious, it’s mandatory. It’s the carnival of care. Sign up today and join us for a lifetime!”
As the van leaves the people of the neighborhood follow it. The van stops and starts
setting up a carnival. The people enter the carnival and are confronted with booths and circus
games that are not what they seem. It turns to night and the people gather around the back of the
van once more. The carnies are setting up for a big surprise as a voice-over proclaims “Ladies
and gentlemen, boys and girls, behold the king of the carnival the man with your plan” as Creepy
Uncle Sam bursts out of the back of the van ready for applause. The people look disgusted and
turn away to leave Creepy Uncle Sam behind. He hits a defibrillator together to create a blast of
blue electricity. As sparks fly the marquee in the background changes from “You can keep your
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doctors and Keep your plan” to “Our doctors, Our plan”. The screen then fades to black
(YouTube, 2014).

Beginning: Everywhere, USA
The narrative begins in an idyllic suburban neighborhood with green grass and manicured
lawns. It is, as the opening shot of a white mailbox states, ‘Everywhere, USA’. The mailbox
curiously has its red flag up, meaning that there is mail waiting to picked-up and delivered. What
is it in this mailbox in ‘Everywhere, USA’ that needs to be sent?

(Figure 2)
The focus shifts past the mailbox to the street that runs directly through the
neighborhood. The street is lined with full, green trees. In the middle of the road, barreling down
the street, comes a tarnished box van with a billow of black smoke following it. The black smoke
pops out against the sunny day. The vehicle appears to be unconcerned for the safety of those
who live in this suburban neighborhood, haphazardly driving in the middle of the street far too
fast for a neighborhood with children. Not only is the driving reckless and unsafe, the vehicle
itself is un-safe, rocking back and forth as if its springs are broken. The van is seemingly unsafe
to itself and others.
On top of the van is a massive bullhorn with the phrase ‘Premium Fun’ written
underneath it. From afar, the view of the bullhorn sitting atop the box van alludes to a military
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propaganda vehicle. To viewers, it may evoke associations of an imposing government, a war on
the people. Something unpleasant has arrived in town.

(Figure 3)
(Figure 4)(Army Recognition, 2015)
As the van makes it way down this bucolic street, the neighbors begins to take notice of
what is coming their way.
A woman of Asian descent stands next to a lighter skinned black man, both appear to be
in their early twenties. They are dressed in trendy clothes. The woman is wearing acidic jeans, a
tank-top, and a pull-over sweater. The man is wearing black dress pants, a black vest, and a
turquoise under shirt. They are staring at the van with curiosity. Positioned directly behind them,
perfectly between them, is an American flag blowing in the wind.

(Figure 5)
The shot moves to what appears to be a family, a white mother and father with their
young-adult son are standing in front of their home bordered by white picket fence. The mother
and son have a look of questioning surprise. The father, however, looks on sternly, the sleeves of
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his shirt rolled up and arms crossed. In his hand he is holding a newspaper with the headline
‘JOBS’ in big bold letters.
The viewer is called to question why this family man is holding a newspaper that says
‘JOBS’. Is he unemployed and looking for work? Has he lost his job due to the economy?

(Figure 6)
With the white picket fence behind them, they create the portrait of an all-American
family. The father looks ready for work, with his sleeves rolled-up but the newspaper implies
that even though he wants to work, he cannot find a job. The hardworking family man without a
job looks at the van with distrust. The rolled up sleeves on the man are reflective of the oftenused images of Obama with his sleeves rolled up. Obama’s shirts are not working-class shirts;
they are suit shirts. Obama is an imposter of the working class man, the father in the
advertisement is the real deal.

(Figure 7) (Huffington Post, 2015)
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An ethnically-ambiguous girl appears wearing shorts and flip flops and a tank top with a
zip up hoodie over it to cover her arms. She looks to be in her late teens or early twenties. She is
out taking her dog for a walk, and as the van passes her dog starts violently barking at it. She
looks on with a quizzical expression, but the dog views this strange van as a danger to its owner.
Next, a dark-skinned youthful old black man comes into view. The man is wearing a zip
up hoodie and a backwards baseball cap with headphones hanging around his neck. He looks
sternly at the van. The shot moves to two little white boys playing on scooters, one red-headed
and one blonde. America’s white children. Puzzled at what is happening before them but can do
nothing about it.
As the van becomes sharply focused and prominently the center of attention, the people
lining the streets and staring at its spectacle become blurred.

(Figure 8)
Now in full view, the van reveals itself to be an ambulance. As it starts to make its way
out of the neighborhood, the people begin to follow it. The visual that the advertisement presents
is a near mirror replication of Pied Piper imagery in folklore, who the children of Hamlin blindly
followed out of town to an uncertain fate.
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(Figure 9)

(Figure 10)

(Figure 11)

(Figure 12) (Wordpress.com, 2015)

The Propagambulance

(Figure 13)
The box van traveling down the suburban street reveals itself to be an old ambulance, a
propagambulance to be exact as a close-up shot of the front of the vehicle reveals. Above the
backwards name, the words ‘ACT NOW’ appear.
The windshield, windshield wipers, and grill of the front of the car come together to give
the appearance of a face. The dirty white and red paint suggest clown make-up, in fact a filthy
clown. The ‘act now’ gives a new meaning when posed upon the face of this clown. The
propagambulance can be seen as a clown demanding the neighborhood people come to the show.
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In full view, the propagambulance appears covered in faded American-flag colored paint:
red, white, and blue (with hints of yellow paint, as well). These colors, which are strongly
associated with patriotism and American ideals, appear washed-out and filthy. Along the front of
the van is a very prominent image of the Obama campaign logo. This symbol was tied to
associations of hope during Obama’s 2008 presidential run. Attaching this symbol of hope and
traditional patriotic colors to the decrepit propagambulance carries charged meaning.
The propagambulance serves as a personification of Obamacare. Its outside is plastered
with posters, signs, and pictures that make references to the controversy surrounding the
healthcare act.

(Figure 14)
The phrases “Keep your doctor*” and “Keep your plan*” appear in large letters running
across the side of the vehicle. These phrases seem innocuous at first but then an asterisk is
noticed. On the corner of the van, the asterisk’s meaning is revealed, “*If we decide it’s good
enough”. These references comment on the original claims of Obamacare, that it would allow
users to keep their plans and doctors if they wanted to, but later had to be retracted.
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Other phrases written on the propagambulance are: “We’re from the government and
we’re here to help,” “Act now or pay later,” “The Cure: for what ails you,” “*Objects in mirror
are more expensive than they appear,” and “Mandatory: apply today.”
On the other side of the vehicle, posters for carnival games appear. Upon closer
inspection, the games these posters are advertising are anything put fun. “Take a dip in the high
risk pool,” “Make premiums soar,” and “Whac-a Doc with your friends.” The “Whac-a Doc”
poster has the image of a mallet prominently displayed in the center of the ad. A poster appears
on the propagambulance that shows a cartoon character diving head first into the ground. his
poster reads, “Ride the coverage dropper. Affordable for the whole family.”. The word family
appears slightly obscured at the bottom of the poster. The propagambulance does not care about
family.
The van has a large “Approved” stamp on its side, with President Barrack Obama’s
signature under it. Faintly, under the word “approved,” the date Mar. 23, 2010 can be seen. This
is the date that Obamacare was passed. This stamp of approval and Obama’s signature bring to
mind the idea that Obama has approved this propagambulance.
At a certain point, the phrase “Special rates for youths” is seen on the van. Slightly later
in the ad, the phrase appears once more, however this time the frame is cut in such a way that
just the words, “Rates Youths,” are shown prominently. This is a strong statement about how
Obamacare is simply a program to systematically rate Americans.
Considering this advertisement is targeted at the millennial generation, calling upon the
fears of government interference in the lives of young adults is important. The phrase, “Rates
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Youths,” may bring to the audience’s mind that they are nothing but a number; Obamacare does
not care about them personally--it just needs the numbers.
Imagery of pills, stethoscopes, asymmetrical stars, and question marks appear all over the
propagambulance. At one point, the image of a donkey kicking a man off of its back and
launching him to a question mark can be seen. The donkey has long been a symbol of the
Democratic Party, so seeing a man being flung off of it towards the unknown (the question mark)
suggests that the Democratic Party does not know what it is doing. No good will come from it.

(Figure 15)

(Figure 16)

A door on the side of the propagambulance is painted blue with the red and white
lettering, “Find out what is in it,” surrounded by yellow question marks. The door is asking the
viewers to question what exactly is in this vehicle. What is in Obamacare? What have the
viewers’ not been told about this health care plan and what it entails for the people?
The door wants the audience to question Obamacare instead of blindly following it.
At one point in the ad, the bottom of the door can be seen, simply stating “What is in it”
while in the distance, under a haze of black smoke from the propagambulance’s tailpipe, two
blurry figures are seen. They have been left behind by the propagambulance, not quite sure as to
what to do, as the proper information has not been given to them…..
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(Figure 17)
The back of the propagambulance has the statement, “Pay More, Get Less,” running
across its top, while a security camera, positioned facing downward, can be seen. The video
camera may be making allusions to government being ‘Big Brother,’ constantly watching and
monitoring (NSA), and not to be trusted.

(Figure 18)

(Figure 19)

Next, the back of the propagambulance appears again, this time revealing that “Pay More,
Get Less” is placed in a word bubble that is coming from an image of Obama. The drawing of
Obama is cartoonish in nature. His head is drawn in caricature-like proportions with a
dumbfounded smile. He is wearing a white lab coat. A metal piece of the propagambulance is
positioned on the image of Obama to make it appear that he is holding a clipboard, giving him
the overall appearance of a doctor. A large screw appears on Obama’s cartoon head, making an
association that he is “screwy.” A piece of metal attached to the van appears to be a tag on
Obama’s ear, alluding to the tags that cows (members of a herd) have on their ears.
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The license plate of the propagambulance says, “U.S. Government OCARE For official
use only.” The license plate has a dirty white background with blue-colored lettering. A faded
American flag appears on the base of the license plate. Again, this imagery suggests Obamacare,
and the President, are tarnishing America.

(Figure 20)
The propagambulance is not only covered in posters, signs, and symbols that make
commentary on Obamacare, but the van itself is a physical representation of the healthcare
reform. The propagambulance is not running well. Not only is it filthy and covered in faded
paint, it rocks back and forth on broken springs, it has large black clouds of smoke coming out
the back,, and makes horrendous sounds. Those driving the propagambulance do not seem to
know that the van is broken, or at least they do not seem to care. The ad seems to be asking the
audience how it can trust something that does not recognize that is broken itself. As the
propagambulance is a personification of Obamacare, this broken vehicle represents a broken
program.
Middle: The Carnival
The blue door with the ominous warning “Find out what is in it” opens to reveal what is
in this propagambulance. It is full of bizarre circus-esque characters, including a clown dressed
in a dated costume, a female trumpeter in a skimpy outfit, and a woman dressed as a baby-doll,
holding a large teddy bear and a gigantic syringe.
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In the lead is a little person dressed in contrasting colors of white, orange, and black. He
is wearing white gloves much like a doctor would, twirling a tool of some sort in his hand. He
makes a winding motion with the tool– he is winding up the carnival.

(Figure 21)
The little person uses his tool to crank a device on the side of the vehicle. We then see the
interior of the van, with gears literally turning to create the carnival. The carnival can be
interpreted as a visual representation of Obamacare and the havoc it has the potential to cause.
The gears represent the gears of government that have already been set in motion to produce this
warped carnival known as healthcare reform. The carnival springs from the inner-workings of
the propagambulance, which, as was seen earlier, is a product that has the approval of Obama.
The propagambulance has a never-ending stream of various characters stepping out of it,
much like a clown car. The characters act as props throughout the scenes, moving the story along
without having any agency of their own. They are agents of the carnival, the propagambulance,
of Obamacare.

(Figure 22)

(Figure 23)
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The carnival is located in front of a large brick building. This brick building calls to mind
an institution. The association between the carnival and this brick institution conveys the notion
that healthcare reform is the product of the nameless, faceless, big government. The connotations
attached to the visual of an institution are that of an impersonal nature. In an institution,
individual concerns do not exist; within an institution a person becomes just a number.

(Figure 24)

(Figure 25)

Inside the carnival, a white twenty-ish man is strapped to a wheel of fortune board. The
round board is painted red with yellow stars around its outer rim, an inner white circle, with a
large yellow star in its center. Written around the white area, are various medical procedures:
“Heart transplant,” “Brain Surgery,” “Lobotomy.
“Appendectomy,” and “Vasectomy.”
A crazed-looking carnival worker, seen earlier coming out of the propagambulance, is
holding throwing knives. He wears a white surgical mask, has a stethoscope around his neck, and
has black gloves on his hands. He is about to throw knives at the distressed-looking man on the
wheel. The black gloves on the knife thrower call to mind the gloves worn by an executioner.
The man strapped to the board has his life in the knife thrower’s hands.

43

(Figure 26)

(Figure 27)

A knife lands right between the unwilling participant’s legs, near his crotch. It is the
“Vasectomy” tab. The victim has no say in this medical procedure, a forced vasectomy. Forcing
healthcare on him takes away his agency and his manhood. This man is no longer in control--the
government is.
Next we see a smug-looking little person wearing a black top hat and standing in an ice
cream booth. His black top hat evokes Abraham Lincoln, but this man is no honest Abe. The ice
cream he is serving is not ice cream at all, but mayonnaise. The cost of a scoop of ‘ice cream’
comes, as the sign points out, at “Ice Cream $5/Scoop.” Written very small under this price, the
sign states “Cone $10.” Trickery abounds at this carnival. The blonde woman, seen earlier
walking her dog, did not heed his barked warning about the carnival. She has just purchased an
ice cream cone and becomes disgusted when she realizes that what she has paid for is not ice
cream at all, but mayonnaise. The color of mayonnaise is the same color of vanilla ice cream, but
it is far from the real thing. Obamacare, like the mayonnaise, may appear to be healthcare, but it
is really a sham.
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(Figure 28)
(Figure 29)
The trendy-dressed light skinned black man from the idyllic neighborhood appears
holding a charred corndog. As he slowly turns it around he begins to grimace as the corndog
appears to have a bite taken out of it. The man who sold him the corndog stands in the
background. He has slicked-back greasy hair and a smarmy smile. He appears to be a con man,
laughing at the trick he just played. This is a carnival of false promises and misleading ideas, and
not what it seems at any turn.
A young white woman in a hospital gown appears and the clown takes her blood
pressure. She seems to be nervous and unsure as the clown, dressed as a doctor, takes her blood
pressure. The clown pumps the blood pressure machine endlessly and nothing happens.. This
doctor does not know what he is doing.

(Figure 30)
(Figure 31)
A target appears in frame. It is painted like a bull’s-eye with the words “Dropped
Coverage” written on it. From off screen a baseball strikes the target directly and the woman
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drops into a dunk tank named the “High-Risk Pool.” The woman is desperately pounding on the
glass to get out. She cannot. No one attempts to assist her as she is now high-risk due to putting
her trust in the carnival’s clown doctor.

(Figure 32)
(Figure 33)
It is revealed who threw the baseball, who caused the young woman to drop into the
“High-Risk Pool:” a man dressed in a suit. He is accompanied by two other men in suits, all
cheering, jeering, and laughing at his success in knocking her into the “High-risk pool.” The men
in suits can be seen as stand-ins for the government.
In front of the men is a barrel topped with baseballs that vary in size. These men are not
playing the game fairly; they are cheating the system by playing with larger than normal
baseballs. They have created an unfair advantage for themselves over the young woman. Situated
in the background a statue of Uncle Sam looks on as the three men continue to laugh. Beside
them, a single yellow star amongst a red backdrop can be seen.
A female carnival worker in a sleeveless jean vest, sporting a Mohawk haircut, is seen
roaming around the carnival. This is the first appearance of a woman’s shoulders.. A gurney is in
the background. Upon it lays the man who was previously strapped to the wheel of fortune. He is

46
obviously an unwillingly patient, pushed across the carnival perhaps towards his forced
vasectomy. No one seems to care that he does not want the procedure.

(Figure 34)

(Figure 35)

Next, an ethnically ambiguous girl takes her turn at a strongman game, hitting a base with
a mallet to send a weight up a vertical board. She is seen struggling with lifting the oversized,
almost unfairly heavy mallet.. She hits the base and the weight goes up.. The weight passes
sections marked, “500 – dead head, 600 – sick buck, 700 – give up, 800 – hi kid, 900 – bad boy,
1000 – big boy.”
The weight does not stop but continues to go up and up. Finally it explodes out of the top
of the game through a sign that says “premiums,” leaving that word burnt, charred, and ruined.
Yellow outlined stars appear on the red ”premium” sign.

(Figure 36)

(Figure 37)

The carnival worker who runs the game is black and dressed head to toe in black
spandex. Across from him stands a statue of a white “strong man.” The juxtaposition of these
two is striking. Combined with the notion that none of the games or stands at the carnival are fair
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and there is no winning at them, the only way to win is to not play at all. The visuals seem to be
telling the audience that it is as simple as black and white; don’t play the game and you’ll win.
What had started out as a beautiful day on an idyllic suburban street, had turned into an
afternoon and evening wasted at a corrupt carnival. As nighttime falls it is time for the carnival’s
main attraction to be revealed.
The End: Creepy Uncle Sam Arrives

(Figure 38)

(Figure 39)

The carnival workers gather the crowd around the back of the propagambulance, and
attempt to create an environment of excitement around what or who is about to be revealed.
Glitter and confetti are sprayed into the air as the crowd looks on. They know not to get their
hopes up as they have spent all day being fooled. The build-up feels like that of a freak show
reveal. The camera focuses on the caricature of Obama’s face painted on the back of the van. His
smile now seems taunting, ridiculous, and oblivious, addressing the audience with a sense of
false hope.
From inside the propagambulance, the back of a large-headed, white haired figure,
wearing a blue top hat with white stars and blue jacket, triumphantly exits through the French
doors, ready to make a grand appearance to a cheering crowd. Who is this character who seems
to be so eager for adoration? He reveals himself to be none other than Creepy Uncle Sam.
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(Figure 40)
(Figure 41)
Creepy Uncle Sam exits the propagambulance with arms wide open, presenting himself
to the crowd as if a false prophet greeting his gullible flock. A god-like being waiting for his
people to worship him. As confetti falls around him, the crowd shows no reaction. After a few
seconds, the crowd processes who it is that has appeared, and then turn their backs on him.

(Figure 42)

(Figure 43)

Creepy Uncle Sam does not understand that the crowd has rejected him as he continues to
pander to them as they turn to leave.

(Figure 44)

(Figure 45)

The character, as the physical representation of the government (and by association,
Obama himself) continues to try to pander to the crowd, even as it continues dispersing. He is
completely self-involved and does not understand why the crowd is fed up with his carnival of
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trickery and contradictions. He continues to pose in a stance of self-importance, not wanting to
accept what the crowd is trying to convey. – They do not want what he has to offer.
The screen goes black and white text reads “They turned your healthcare into a freak
show. Tell the clowns in Washington to stop taking you for a ride.”

(Figure 46)

(Figure 47)

Creepy Uncle Sam reappears back on the screen and is seen holding a defibrillator. As he
rubs the defibrillator parts together, blue electricity begins to spark from them. The marquee
behind him reads, “Keep Your Plans, Keep Your Doctors.” Suddenly, he slams the defibrillator
together and sparks and electricity explode from them. Creepy Uncle Sam is about to do some
major damage that he is either not aware of or simply does not care about.

(Figure 48)
(Figure 49)
As the electrical shock from the defibrillator shoots up and runs through the marquee, the
sign partially crumbles, changing “Keep your plans, keep your doctors” to “Our Plan, Our
Doctors.” Creepy Uncle Sam is left looking upward in a laughing stance, admiring the damage
he has just done.
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(Figure 50)
The screen goes black. “FreeTheFuture.org. Paid for by Generation Opportunity” appears
and the ad ends.

CHAPTER FOUR
DISCUSSION
Visual rhetorical criticism is a relatively new field within communication studies though
the study of the connection between visuals and the understanding of those visuals is at the core
of visual communication studies (Hope, 2006). The field of visual rhetorical criticism has shown
significant growth over the last ten years (Bloomfield & Doolin, 2013; Vinson, 2012; Seidman,
2010; Cooper, 2009; Edwards & Winkler, 2008; Mullen & Fisher, 2004). This growth can (in
part) be attributed to the fact that mediated communication has become decidedly more visual as
social-media drenched environments have the ability for the amplification of visual messaging
(“going viral”).
However, academia’s expanding focus on the application of communication theory to a
visual medium does not negate the need for more studies. A visual lens in rhetorical criticism is
still being brought into focus, and as storytelling is a sense-making strategy in which images
show their meaning where words do not (Barbatsis, 2005), it is important to examine this
phenomena through conducting a visual rhetorical analysis using Narrative Criticism (NC) as
expressed by Sonja Foss guided by Walter Fisher’s Narrative Paradigm Theory (NPT).
The advertisement, “Something Creepy This Way Comes,” presents a valid and
acceptable narrative to the audience in accordance with Walter Fisher’s Narrative Paradigm
Theory.
The advertisement can be viewed as a valid narrative as it presents a beginning, middle,
and end. The ad also holds as a narrative as it is formed of symbolic interactions in the form of

52
words and actions that have a cohesive binding element and overall meaning for those who
interpret it and those who interact within it (Fisher, 1984, pp. 2).
The narrative successfully adheres to the idealistic-moralistic Master analogue as
explained by Fisher (1985). The narrative creates a sense of ‘brotherhood’ within its arch as it
presents a moral of ‘us against them’ to the audience through the use of verbal and visual
rhetoric. The narrative also plays into justice themes throughout its one minute and 55 second
run. A story is crafted around the notion that a perceived injustice has occurred (the government
mandating healthcare) and offers a plausible solution to the audience on how to rectify this
situation (opting out). At times, the Master analogue touches on the idea of materialistic and
individualistic themes, calling on the notion that it is ‘your’ money that is being wasted.
However, the overall analogue of the narrative is largely one of unity, banding together as a
community to send a message to big government (the banding together of the neighborhood to
reject creepy Uncle Sam and therefore, Obamacare). The narrative conveys the idealisticmoralistic Master analogue by informing viewers that they must gather the ‘neighborhood’ (us)
as a full force in order to gain back the agency that the government (them) has unfairly taken by
enforcing the ACA.
The narrative calls upon the idealistic notions of American patriotism through many
visual techniques. The constant repetition of the colors red, white, and blue, the appropriation of
the American icon Uncle Sam, and the use of visual personifications of government and
government reform all collectively shape a persuasively crafted story. This use of classic
Americana imagery that has been dirtied and/or twisted by the big government is the main
reoccurring theme throughout the ad.
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The story uses the physical representation of the propagambulance juxtaposed against the
neighborhood to propose to viewers the bad vs. the good. The vehicle is a government-endorsed
propaganda machine, calling to mind various imagery of countries run by dictatorships. The
neighborhood acts as the stand-in for the audience, the targets of the ad. They are good
Americans trying to band together to fight against the propaganda machine.
The narrative not only possesses an acceptable idealistic-moralistic Master analogue, it
also adheres to Fisher’s (1985) notion of narrative rationality, as it holds both narrative
probability and fidelity.
The narrative itself makes consistently coherent arguments throughout the story it is
telling. Certainly some counter-arguments are not addressed within the story, but the issues
supporting the main premise of the advertisement are clearly articulated. The overarching
premise of the narrative is that the promise that was made, allowing participants of ACA to keep
their doctors and keep their plans, was not kept. This claim, made by the government and
President Obama, proved to be false. The narrative does not ignore counter-arguments to the
effectiveness of ACA, but it is crafted to only attack certain key issues surrounding it, which it
does in a valid and coherent manner.
The actions and representations of the characters within the story remain consistent with
the ideologies they are meant to portray. There are four main characters within the ad: The
neighbors, the propagambulance, the carnival, and creepy Uncle Sam.
The neighbors act as stand-ins for the main audience, as they are presented to be rational
and intelligent characters. An important feature of the rationality of the neighbors is that they do
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not outright reject Obamacare. They actively try to participate within the system like any good
and true American citizen would, however, their attempts to participate in Obamacare are futile.
They are met with corruption, disdain, and blatant lies. So, being the intelligent characters, they
choose to opt-out of the carnival aka Obamacare.
The propagambulance is a personification of the contradictory nature of President Obama
and healthcare reform. It is plastered in contradictory statements and images. The van works hard
throughout the narrative to try to convince the neighbors to follow it. At one point, the
propagambulance becomes an allegory of the Pied Piper, leading the neighbors to an uncertain
and foreboding future. The van is an archetypal evil source that must be overcome by the power
of good (the neighbors). Another interesting characteristic is that the van itself is broken, which
is in tune with the van’s personification of healthcare reform. The narrative views the ACA as a
broken policy, and the visual imagery literally presents that sentiment.
The carnival is also presented as its own character. Whereas the propagambulance is the
personification of the broken promises of the healthcare reform and President Obama, the
carnival represents the current (and potentially unforeseen) failures of Obamacare. What makes
the character of the carnival so engaging is that it is at once a character and a setting, which
makes it all the more persuasive. The environment itself has agency to act. The characterization
of the carnival is not consistent in its portrayal, full of intended contradictions and deceit, never
quite what it seems.
The other main character in this narrative is creepy Uncle Sam. He is a character meant to
encompass the fumbling and deluded nature of the current US government. His characterization
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is consistent with his actions as he presents himself to be dimwitted, conceited, and out of touch
with the reality of the situation at hand.
The story creates and holds to the argumentative structure it presents to the audience and
does not contradict itself within the world it creates. It is internally consistent in its themes
throughout its storytelling process. The narrative never misrepresents itself without the intent to
explicitly convey to the audience some truth about its characters.
The plot of the narrative is moved forward by both visual and verbal interactions
(although the verbal only appears in one-third of the ad). The structure of the story is sound.
Although it does reference all facts of the argument surrounding the ACA, it clearly presents the
facts of the issues it features. The plot references two main issues surrounding the ACA: that the
government lied when it said citizens could keep their doctors and their plans, and that some
people will now be paying more in healthcare coverage to receive less benefits than before.
The narrative is not wrong when it makes allusions connecting Obamacare to a carnival.
The rollout of the ACA was chaotic; it was a mess. The rollout had many ‘putting on a show’
elements to it. While the narrative does focus on these missteps with vibrant (if not aggressive)
visuals, it does not make the narrative inherently false. Choosing to focus solely on the negative
outcomes of the ACA does not discredit the story the ad is telling.
Due to achieving these elements of coherency and compatibility, the narrative itself is in
line with narrative probability (Fisher, 1985). This narrative also looks toward the nature of truth
within the story it is presenting, giving it narrative fidelity (Fisher, 1985, pp. 350).
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The rationality of the arguments made within the narrative are not absurd when examined
through the scope of the world within the narrative itself exists. Significant arguments are made;
ACA is mandatory. The government is forcing it on the public. Mistakes were made during the
rollout. Promises were broken. While the narrative does not look to what the ACA did right, it
still does not misrepresent what it was it did wrong. Choosing to focus on the negative aspects of
the ACA does not invalidate the nature of the narrative given that the facts stated within the story
are accurate.
While the narrative is exaggerated through its use of fruitful visual components, it sticks
to a consistent line of reasoning within its story. While the consequences of adhering to this
narrative could be potentially harmful to the viewer in reality, the thrust of the narrative is that
the consequences of adhering to it will be worthwhile in the long run. Given that the consistency
of the values expressed are not out of line with a large part of the viewing audience, these
consequences would be deemed acceptable. The story that the narrative crafts is accurate within
the world it has developed. It tells a tale of morality, ‘us against them,’ and the regaining of
agency; values that are consistent with the ad’s target audience.
The narrative, as the right-leaning blog Red Alert Politics (2014) describes, “…depicts
Obamacare as a bizarro traveling carnival…[that] Needless to say, after partaking of such awful
festivities, the attendees aren’t too impressed when Sam emerges from the back of the carnival
truck” (para. 2-3), is one that the conservative online public appears to agree with.
In fact, many conservative websites and bloggers have defended the honesty of the
narrative. Bill Smith states the “…terrifying games and rides” presented in the advertisement are
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“symbolic of various problems individuals have encountered in the Obamacare marketplace”
(Smith, 2014).
It is not just the bloggers who have made this connection, as one commenter explains on
a website asking for feedback on the advertisement, “…I think the low info voters are low info
enough not to think that hard about it. Most people will see: Government run healthcare IS
creepy. And that’s the real point” (Jacobson, 2014). On another website a commenter was
thrilled to see the use of such abrasive imagery within the advertisement, “Using the tactics of
the left. Cause confusion, fear, and ridicule. Keep the pressure on” (Johnson, 2014).
Generation Opportunity assisted in the creation of rationality around the ‘Something
Creepy This Way Comes’ advertisement by hosting a live-action portrayal of the ‘care-nival’ at
college campuses across the United States. These events manifested themselves as tailgates that
spread the ‘opt out’ message through free promotional materials and food to college-aged
participants. Many of the students came for the free pizza, but ended up leaving with experiential
acceptance of the narrative (Jones, 2013). The goal of the interactive care-nival, as GenOpp
president Evan Feinberg stated, was to “…educate and mobilize young Americans to kick the
Obamacare disaster out of their towns” (Johnson, 2014), which is ultimately in-tune with the
narrative being presented in the ‘Something Creepy This Way Comes’ advertisement.
As one participant remarked after having attended a ‘care-nival’ event held on Notre
Dame’s campus, “I mean I’m a Republican, and my family’s Republican, and my grandpa is
like, ‘Do you know anything about what’s going on?’ And I don’t because I haven’t kept up with
anything. But whatever [GenOpp’s] doing, I’d be interested in learning more” (Jones, 2013).
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Another student left the event taking to heart the message that opting-out was an acceptable
option stating, “Young people don’t need [health insurance] – the majority that is – I mean we’re
all healthy” (Jones, 2013).
The advertisement conveyed a narrative to the audience that the “Affordable Care Act
injects too much government into the health care market place” (Grier, 2013). A rationale that, if
the reaction on conservative blogs, websites, and social media are examined, is accepted by the
(ideal) audience.
As Fisher states (1985), the main function of the NPT is to assist an interpretation and
assessment of whether this course of human communication is providing a “reliable, trustworthy,
and desirable guide to thought and action in the world” (pp. 351).
This narrative, while overladen with heavy-handed imagery, is in line with all the
components of the NPT. While it might hit harder on some elements than others, the majority of
the narrative is strongly crafted and persuasively viable. The story adheres to the viewers’
narrative rationality and their values while presenting an idealistic-moralistic Master Analogue.
The story presents a story that is largely value-based and (marginally) rationally-based, making
the narrative strongly value-laden and reasonably rationally-laden. Thus the narrative should be,
and is, accepted by the audience (Fisher, 1985).

CHAPTER FIVE
CONCLUSION
This analysis of a political advertising video suggests that through the lens of NPT,
critical analysis of both linguistic and visual rhetoric can reveal both embedded ideological
allusions in the narrative and the probability of its coherence with an ideal audience.
The carnival presented is both a character and a setting. Its characterization is the
physical representation of Obamacare and its chaotic nature. As a setting, it’s a world of
misrepresentation and things not being quite what they seem: the games are rigged and unfair.
The qualities of the setting as a character make the story all the more persuasive. They create a
frightening environment with its own agency.
The carnival is presented as the embodiment of current failures and the potential future
chaotic state of ACA and its rollout. A recurring visual theme throughout the narrative is the
appearance of yellow stars against a red backdrop. The stars are placed within the story yet their
meaning is never directly addressed.
The stars pop up through-out the carnival (Figures 51, 52, and 53).

(Figure 51)

(Figure 52)

(Figure 53)
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The stars are reminiscent of the flag of Vietnam, which has strong historic associations with the
Viet Nam War-era communist-led organization, the Viet Cong.

(Figure 54)(Vietnam Flag, 2015)
The use of the star is a bold statement to make, alluding to a communist regime as
comparisons to communism have been widely used when it concerns ACA. The fact that the
narrative does not make these claims outright is clever. Claiming that someone or something is a
communist or in-line with communistic ideologies is risky as it can lead to rejection of the
narrative. Here, the imagery subtly guides the audience to make the connection between ACA
and communism through its repeated use. The likelihood that many in the audience would not
recognize the symbol suggests its use is aimed at older or more knowledgeable viewers who
could understand the connections.
The most powerful narrative device within the advertisement is the propagambulance.
The vehicle acts as a physical representation of the contradictory nature of the claims made by
Obama and his advisors about the ACA.
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(Figure 55)
The van is dirty, tarnished, and covered in faded paint. Visually, the van is in bad shape:
it has no rims and gives off large puffs of black smoke suggesting toxicity. The van moves as if
about to break down: it rocks back and forth violently as it makes its way through the
neighborhood. On its side is an image that resembles one used by the Obama campaign, a
symbol synonymous with hope. The visual rhetoric of the van pushes the audience to the
realization that the hope once promised is irreparably damaged; in fact, it is dead.

(Figure 56)
The ad’s visuals carry many connotations, prompting the audience to make connections
to cultural references in a bid to persuade. One reference, a caricatured face of President Obama,
appears on the back of the propagambulance. It is strategically placed so that a part of the van
hangs from Obama’s ear. It resembles a tag, creating the allusion to a cow with an ear tag.
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(Figure 57) (Cattle Ear Tag, 2015).
The connotations that surround the rhetoric of cows or cattle are numerous. They are herd
animals, often following a leader mindlessly. To connect Obama to cattle being herded tells the
audience that Obama is mindless, and to follow him into Obamacare would to become just one
of the herd.
There are many juxtapositions proposed through-out the imagery in the advertisement;
good vs. evil, chaos vs. order, us vs. them. These juxtapositions work together through-out the
narrative to create a binary set of values to present to the audience, forcing them to choose which
value set they want to be aligned with.
The opening image of the advertisement focuses on a white mailbox with the wording
‘Everywhere, USA’ and its’ raised red flag. The uplifted red flag on a mailbox commonly means
that a letter is waiting to be picked up. There is a message in this mailbox waiting to be sent. The
audience is called to ask what that message is.

(Figure 58)
The ad is trying to persuade viewers that they should leave the carnival and return to the
safety of their suburban block to send a message out. The message: the carnival is rejected by the
neighborhood, it is a message to be delivered to the government, a message of opting out.
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There are some limitations with this study. In applying NPT as a lens to examine the
artifact, analysis reveals how it is rhetorically constructed to support narrative, yet questions
remain on which components of the ad contributed to its viral dissemination.
As well, while an examination of the narrative’s legitimacy helps to explain the
persuasive nature of the ad, it is not the only component of a successful narrative. Warnick
(1987) states, the notion of narrative rationality, that “the people have a natural tendency to
prefer the true and the just” (Fisher, 1984, pp. 9), is not necessarily true as people often turn
away from the ‘true and just’ viewpoint (pp. 175). Thus, this thesis recognizes that it may not be
the rationality of the narrative that matters in the ad’s ability to be accepted by the audience or to
go viral.
This thesis is also limited by the viewpoint of the critic, as Warnick (1987) states, “it is
indeed the critic who seems to have the license to determine the context within which certain
values are to be preferred over others” (pp. 180). While the artifact is examined extensively
within this thesis, those who watch the ad are seeing it in real time, which is all of one minute
and 55 seconds. Some observations made within this thesis about the visual representations may
not be in tune with what is observed by the audience. However, a stronger case can be made for
the creators’ intentions as noted by the critic; deliberate choices are typically made in the
production of well-financed issue advertisements. In response to Rowland’s criticism (1989) of
Fisher’s claim that “whatever the genre of the discourse, the narrative paradigm allows one to
view it as rhetoric” (Fisher, 1987, pp. 59), the chosen artifact of this thesis, an advertisement
promoting a position, is inherently rhetorical.
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This study is also limited by the form of distribution of the artifact. The advertisement
only appeared online through the Generation Opportunity website. Those who saw it, though
they were numerous, had to seek out the video. Thus they were more inclined to be persuaded by
or accept the value of the narrative as their values were most likely in line with the intention of
the advertisement before it was viewed. Creating a video laden with values, to enforce the
already-possessed values of those who view it, means the application of its persuasive techniques
are limited in scope.
Another limitation of this thesis is the timeline in which the artifact was created. The
advertisement was distributed over the summer of 2014. Since the release of the video, the ACA
has successfully signed over ten million participants. The idea to opt out may appear to be more
plausible over the summer of 2014 than it will be at any other time.
Negative political advertising is now imbedded in politics, often impeding the democratic
process. In these video ads, visuals work within the narratives to craft persuasive stories.
Pictorial imagery can be used to convey attitudes and assumptions through implied associations,
without risking backlash from verbal propositions. While Fisher developed NTP for verbal
discourse, and NPT has been applied most frequently within verbal contexts, this study helps to
advance the application of NPT to visual narratives through its analysis of the strategic use of
visual form and content.
In further research, the visual aspects of negative political advertising should continue to
be explored with NPT. According to Fisher (1987), "…human communication in all of its forms
is imbued with mythos…arising in metaphor, values, gestures…" (p. 19). As advertisements
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often use metaphorical propositions, critics should use NPT to examine visual metaphors in the
narratives. Satire, too, is a typical frame in competitive political messaging and known as a
trigger for viral sharing online. Applying humor theory to an NPT-guided analysis would help to
identify the abilities of a coherent story to encourage viral dissemination.
With the trend toward more outside interests fueling political campaigns with negative
advertising, a better understanding of the visual rhetoric in its narratives is needed as both a
critical response and a strategic lesson for creators of positive messaging. In particular, with the
ongoing contested reception of the ACA, further research on how visual strategies might change
the narratives, both pro and con, is worthy of continued examination.
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